As such, the focus is on media and politics rather than sports and the body.
Prior to the Games, there were already ample signals to indicate that, although the Beijing authorities may perceive the Olympics as an ideal opportunity to celebrate the assumed "renaissance" of Chinese culture, many other protagonists (foreign politicians, scholars, religious groups, NGOs, activists, journalists, and others) will play a role to intervene in the official narration of the Olympiad. As Price writes in the preface, the Games are a polyphonic, multi-voiced and many-themed media event (p. 2). This review presents a brief overview of all chapters, along with the reviewer's subsequent critical reflections.
The first section of the book is titled "Defining Beijing 2008: Whose World, What Dream?" It opens with a chapter by Jacques deLisle who analyzes how the Olympics serves as a semiotic battleground. The regime celebrates a prosperous, orderly, normal and globalized China, where tight security and an intense clean-up of the city are measures used to achieve these ends. The narrative underpinning of this global promotion is that of Chinese nationalism, the ideological glue that has replaced communism since it lost its appeal. However, these narratives are contested by both Chinese and, more that an exclusive focus on one event has become scarce and that we are instead constantly bombarded with "almost" media events. Finally, the pragmatics of media are disenchanted and reception more individualized, as consumers also become producers and messages multiply. Dominant events have now come to serve "as the contested ground for a multiplicity of media voices" (p. 398).
Dayan's renewed theorizations are aptly accurate when looking at the Beijing Olympics with hindsight. What we witnessed in 2008 was a multiplicity of events that were mediated across different media platforms. Most prominently, beside the Olympics, there were the Tibet protests in March, the events surrounding the Olympics torch relay, the Sichuan earthquake, China's space mission, the milk scandal, and the global financial crisis. All these stories feed into each other and make it hard to single out the Olympics as the Media Event. Instead, many living in China throughout 2008 felt they were experiencing a rollercoaster of events. Furthermore, most critical journalistic voices seemed to become silent the moment the Games had started. Then the sports competition itself took precedence (and probably rightly so), along with the nationalistic sentiments surrounding it, to became the focus of the media, both Chinese and foreign.
Two challenges haunt quite a few contributions to this book. First, in their uncritical adaptation of a discourse of "human rights," "freedom," and other related concepts, some contributors display what can be termed conceptual imperialism. For example, in the chapter that appears to frame the book as a whole, deLisle wonders whether the Games will present a journey "toward a more liberal and open environment in China" that may "bring the end of a closed and repressive order." Throughout this chapter, the implicit assumption is that China ought to become an "open," "liberal," and 'free" society. In a similar vein, Smith employs ideas of "government transparency" and "media freedom." In his chapter, Price neglects to interrogate his notion of "civil society." Such ideologically loaded concepts (that hint at a validation of a neo-liberal structuring of society) are presented unquestioned. They serve as assumptions that are neither problematized nor reflected upon. These assumptions are often accompanied by a rather one-dimensional critique of China. For example, Marvin's chapter critiques the urban reconstruction of Beijing, frequently pointing to the "ongoing demolition of what remains of the old" and the assumed alarming levels of air pollution. She writes in a rather naïve and nostalgic vein of how "neighborhoods in which extended families lived for centuries in close-knit community networks have been lost" (p. 252).
The dominant question posed in this book is how the Olympics can and will change China, assuming salvation will come from the outside. Literary critic Rey Chow refers to the "Western" portrayal of China as the King Kong syndrome, "producing 'China' as a spectacular primitive monster whose despotism necessitates the salvation of its people by outsiders" (1998, p. 94 and critical approach seems indispensible to avoid simply imposing ideologically loaded concepts ("human rights") on China. This approach seeks to unpack the dominant narratives in Western media reports, for example, or questions our own position, our own concepts. (See, for example, the contributions by Wasserstrom; Collins; and Foss and Walkosz.) In short, a more Foucauldian take in which we also ask why we say what we say, and what the possible power-related implications of our discourse are, remains pivotal if we want to avoid a Eurocentric or Anglocentric interpretation. Perhaps the inclusion of more pieces by "Chinese" authors would have helped to strike a better balance in this respect. That said, this book deserves a wide audience. Its focus reaches beyond the Beijing Olympics, inspiring us to rethink the relationships between media, politics, and mega events. The chapters are in dialogue with one another, as well as with the reader, making this a fruitful intellectual journey that opens up multiple avenues for future research.
